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SUMMARY 
Looking back on the implosion of the Soviet Union in late 1991, this Briefing reflects on the debate 
in the Parliament about its possible consequences at the time. It shows that a clear majority of MEPs 
initially remained keen on the transformation of the Soviet Union into some kind of 'new Union'. 
They were concerned both about the dire economic situation in several Soviet republics, and about 
the maintenance of effective control over the Soviet Union's huge nuclear arsenal. 

Since 1988 the EP, like the European Community in its entirety, had treated the case of the three 
Baltic republics as distinct. After all, Western countries had never recognised their illegal occupation 
and integration into the Soviet Union by Stalin.  

In contrast, the EP debates and resolutions hardly addressed the long-term future of the remaining 
post-Soviet space, including Ukraine and Moldova, which was not yet seen as a direct or primary 
concern of the Community at the time of the negotiations leading up to its transformation into the 
European Union with the Maastricht Treaty.  

As this Briefing also shows, however, some MEPs across the political divide were already expressing 
their deep concerns about the possible revival of Russian imperialism as a threat to its neighbours 
and a challenge to the European Community / European Union. 

  

IN THIS BRIEFING 

 Introduction 
 Aftermath of the coup attempt 
 Economic challenges 
 Nuclear proliferation 
 The future of Russia and the post-Soviet 

space 

 

The new Russia is in danger of becoming 
our new enemy. 
Lelio Lagorio, Italian Socialist MEP, 
September 1991. 
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Figure 1: Map of the USSR and its constituent republics in 1990 

 
Source: © pablofdezr / Adobe Stock. 

Introduction 
The European Council, at its meeting on 23 June 2022, agreed to grant candidate status to Ukraine 
and Moldova with the prospect of full EU membership, following the European Commission's 
recommendation issued on 17 June 2022. The prospect of further enlargement to the east comes at 
a time when Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine appears to have stalled – a war that is both 
a geopolitical challenge and a threat to the values of the EU. In response to this challenge, on 8 June 
2022, the European Parliament (EP) adopted a resolution with a set of recommendations for 
strengthening the EU's foreign, security and defence policy, including more responsibilities for itself 
in this policy field.1 

Neither Russia's internal transformation into a brutal dictatorship nor its imperialist external 
ambitions and policies were widely foreseen after the end of the Cold War. Until December 1991, 
Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia were still part of the larger Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR). By this point, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia had already restored their independence, and 
were internationally recognised in August and September 1991. 

The disintegration of the Soviet Union was the result of a long and intricate process, which arguably 
started with the attempted reforms of the Soviet economy, politics and society, the policies of 
perestroika and glasnost from 1985. It was accelerated by the growing national revival and struggles 
for independence in the constituent republics. Following the restoration of the independence of 
Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, on 24 August 1991 the process of secession from the Soviet Union 
continued with the declaration of independence by Ukraine followed rapidly by nine other republics 
and the banning of the activities of the Communist Party in Russia. Ukraine then held its 
independence referendum on 1 December 1991 followed, most importantly, by the signing on 
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8 December by Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus of the Belovezh Accords that created the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). On Christmas Eve 1991, the leader who initiated the 
original reform process, Mikhail Gorbachev, resigned from the position of President of the USSR. 
International recognition of the newly independent republics followed. 

The disintegration of the Soviet Union took place in the broader context of the end of the Cold War 
and the fall of communism in central and eastern Europe. The Warsaw Pact for military cooperation 
and Comecon for economic cooperation, key USSR-dominated organisations in the global Cold War 
competition as well as tools for Soviet control of the satellite countries, ceased to exist in the summer 
of 1991. At the same time, European integration was deepened in the negotiations leading up to 
the 1992-93 Maastricht Treaty. Francis Fukuyama declared the 'end of history' as the ultimate victory 
and embodiment of a new transnational democratic order.2 

Aftermath of the coup attempt 
When reactionary members of the Communist Party, the armed forces, and the KGB staged the failed 
putsch in the Soviet Union on 19-21 August 1991, it was anxiously followed across the world, 
including in the European Community. The foreign ministers of the then 12 Member States 
condemned the coup attempt as unconstitutional and came down on the side of the democratic 
opposition. The Community immediately blocked all aid and other programmes directed at the 
USSR.3 The Member States' foreign ministries, through the mechanism of European Political 
Cooperation (EPC), issued several communiqués stating the Community position. Eventually, on 
22 August, the Community reinstated normal relations with the politically much weakened 
Gorbachev and praised the actions of the Russian president and of the people against the coup 
attempt. 

The EP tackled the rapidly changing situation in the Soviet Union in a long plenary debate,4 three 
weeks after the failed coup, on 11 September 1991, with a joint resolution approved the following 
day. The political groups tabled a total of 12 motions for a resolution to wind up the debate on these 
two statements. They were drafted by the Socialist Group (SOC), the Group of the European People's 
Party (Christian-Democratic Group) (EPP), the Liberal, Democratic and Reformist Group (LDR), the 
European Democratic Group (ED), the Green Group in the European Parliament (Greens), the Group 
of the European Unitarian Left (EUL), the Group of the European Democratic Alliance (EDA), the 
Technical Group of the European Right (ER), Left Unity (LU), and the Rainbow Group (RB). Seven of 
these political groups, accounting for almost 90 % of MEPs, negotiated, voted, and adopted a joint 
text, the 'Resolution on the Soviet Union and the Baltic States'.5 

Since the middle of the second parliamentary term, from 1984 to 1989, the Socialists as the largest 
group (remaining so until 1999) and the EPP Group had formed an informal coalition in the 
Parliament. Moreover, their cooperation was essential for the outcome of the Maastricht Treaty 
negotiations that were ongoing at the time. Thus, the joint position built on the thrust of the 
motions tabled by these two political groups with the addition of some paragraphs taken from the 
motions tabled by the smaller contributing groups. In contrast, the final resolution did not 
incorporate any elements of the motions tabled by the EDA, the far-right ER or the far-left LU. 

In the debate, Simone Veil, the French Liberal MEP and former EP President (holding that office from 
1979 to 1982), commended the EP's 'balanced and moderate' approach in response to the situation 
in the Soviet Union. The EP recognised the roles of rivals Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, the President 
of the Russian Republic. The EP also supported the idea of self-determination, but within the context 
of a 'new Union' being discussed in the Soviet Union at the time, which never came to fruition. The 
debate brought out similarities and differences in the approaches of the political groups to the 
implosion of the Soviet Union, but also more generally to the Community's future common foreign 
and security policy. 

The final resolution reflected the view of the vast majority of MEPs, which was also shared by the 
Member States' governments, that the resistance to the coup attempt had led to 'a collapse in 
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authority of the repressive central institutions, which had previously dominated the Soviet state, 
especially the KGB and the Communist Party'. The EP congratulated the 'Russian and other peoples 
on their brave resistance to the reactionary coup', welcoming 'the attachment to political freedom 
and democracy'. According to the resolution, 'the democratisation process is irreversible' in view of 
a 'flowering of the democratic spirit'. In brief, following the failed coup, the EP welcomed 'the efforts 
of the people of the Soviet Union to guarantee and consolidate their democratic revolution'. This 
broad political outlook was in fact adopted from the original Socialist motion. 

Economic challenges  
At this point in time, the economic situation in the Soviet Union and its republics was dire. Members 
from all political groups called on the Commission to take immediate action as there was an urgent 
need for humanitarian aid, including medical equipment, food aid and animal feed before the 
coming winter. Key elements of the text discussing economic challenges were taken from the EDG 
motion and complemented by paragraphs from one of the EPP motions proposing solutions for 
financial aid and emergency Community policies to address the immediate crisis. Interestingly, the 
Rainbow Group also contributed text to the resolution's economic section. According to the final 
resolution, financial aid was to be organised with a distinction between humanitarian, food, and 
emergency medical aid as well as technical assistance to accelerate institutional reforms. However, 
the post-Soviet space also required capital to finance productive investments to transform the 
centrally planned economy. 

Regarding the budgetary implications of Community policies, the EP contested the Council's 
position on the draft budget for 1982, which had led to heated debates the day before. The Council's 
position included a proposal for ECU 800 million in technical assistance, which would have been 
roughly equivalent to what was being made available to eastern European countries under the 
PHARE programme each year. The Socialists insisted, however, that providing aid for the Soviet 
Union must not diminish support for the developing countries. The Greens in turn asked that aid 
should be given not only to the much-weakened central authorities but also to the republics.  

Ultimately, the EP, like the Commission and the Council, was highly concerned about the 
implications of the implosion of the Soviet Union for European security. Though deliberately played 
down in the EP debate, the risk of a violent disintegration, as was already the case in Yugoslavia, was 
a source of great anxiety. Ultimately, the Community was keen to ensure effective control over the 
Soviet Union's nuclear arsenals. The EP resolution insisted on 'the need for the republics to respect 
the Soviet Union's international commitments, particularly in the area of disarmament', noting 'the 
refusal by certain republics to maintain nuclear weapons or facilities associated with them on their 
territory'. 

The only paragraph in the resolution for which a roll-call vote was requested helps explain one key 
reason for the broad EP support for it. In this paragraph the EP reiterated its strong support for 'the 
speeding up of the intergovernmental conference in order to achieve political union as soon as 
possible and establish a joint foreign, security and defence policy of the European Union so as to 
guarantee its cohesion and influence over the major transformations under way in Europe and the 
world'. The unpredictable situation in the Soviet Union thus provided a major incentive for the EP 
to once more demand greater Community cooperation and cohesion in foreign policy matters. 
Predictably, in the roll-call vote on this paragraph, of 168 MEPs present, 153 voted in favour and only 
ten against, with five abstentions. 

Some views held by MEPs were nevertheless incompatible with the final version of the resolution. 
This was the case for the three smaller political groups and their motions. The European Democratic 
Alliance (EDA) motion, tabled by the group chair, the French Gaullist Christian de la Malène, of the 
Rassemblement pour la République, combined a number of arguments that were close to the 
majority position, but diverged clearly in its frontal attack on Western leaders, also directed 
domestically at the Socialist French President, François Mitterrand. According to the EDA, their 
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reactions were 'far too fatalistic and ran counter to the tide of history'. The EDA also asked for aid to 
the Soviet Union to be made conditional on converting its arms industries to civil use, implementing 
a market economy, and ending its space programmes. 

The motion drafted by the far-right Technical Group of the European Right, which included MEPs 
from the French Front National, the German Republikaner and Belgian Vlaams Blok, diverged by far 
the most from the majority view. Tabled by the French Front National MEP, Pierre M.A. Ceyrac, it 
reaffirmed, inter alia, its core idea of a 'confederal organisation of European homelands', 
fundamentally irreconcilable with the strongly pro-integration view among the majority of MEPs, 
combined with a blunt attack on 'intellectuals and Western political leaders' who allegedly still 
favoured communism. At the same time, the far right's motion also already referred to the 'former 
Soviet Union' and refrained from even mentioning any kind of 'new Union' to replace it, which was 
still the majority position in the EP.  

The renewed rise of national identity and nationalism, and the implosion of the Soviet Union raised 
major ideological issues for Left Unity (LU) and its array of diverse communist or other far-left 
western European parties. The LU draft resolution was signed by representatives of the Greek 
Synaspismós party, the French Communist Party, Portuguese Communist Party and the Irish 
Workers' Party. Crucially, it still expressed strong support for the maintenance of the Soviet Union 
and state. However, this support was already beginning to crumble. In fact, two signatories of the 
original LU draft resolution eventually voted for the final EP resolution. They were the future leader 
of Synaspismós, the Greek MEP Alexandros Alavanos, and the Irish MEP Proinsias De Rossa. In 
contrast, all other LU MEPs either abstained – like the French Communists – or voted against the 
final resolution.  

Nuclear proliferation 
Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991, the continued existence of nuclear 
weapons and facilities on the territory of Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan became one of the 
most sensitive political and security concerns. There were no fewer than 3 200 strategic nuclear 
warheads outside the Russian Federation that ultimately became the single nuclear successor state 
of the Soviet Union.6 Ukraine was the most sensitive case, as tensions with Russia ran high 
immediately after the Soviet Union's dissolution. Had it retained its nuclear arsenal, Ukraine would 
in fact have become the third largest nuclear power in the world after the US and Russia. It eventually 
gave up its arsenal after receiving apparently iron-clad assurances in the 1994 Budapest 
Memorandum against foreign military aggression and for the preservation of its territorial integrity 
and sovereignty. The illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014 and Russia's 2022 war of aggression 
against Ukraine brutally violate international law generally, but also the Budapest Memorandum 
specifically, as a key instrument intended to ensure Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Against this background, the Council responded in December 1991, only days after the signing of 
the Belovezh CIS agreement, to a question by the Belgian chair of the Rainbow Group, Jaak H.A. 
Vandemeulebroucke MEP, about the recognition by the Community Member States of the 
independence of the republics of the former Soviet Union: 'The Community and its Member States 
have taken note of the referendum in Ukraine on 1st December in which a clear majority expressed 
itself in favour of independence. They welcomed the democratic manner in which the Ukrainian 
people declared their wish to attain full sovereignty.' Referring to the decision by the republics of 
Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine to form the CIS, the Council stressed the need to 'respect all 
international obligations of the Soviet Union in terms of arms control and nuclear non-proliferation 
and to do nothing which might call into question control of nuclear weapons on their territory'.7 

Shortly after the formal dissolution of the Soviet Union, in the debate dedicated to the priorities of 
the Portuguese Council Presidency on 16 January 1992, the Belgian Liberal Karel de Gucht warned 
against the danger of nuclear proliferation if parts of the huge nuclear arsenal of the former Soviet 
Union, and the scientists that had developed the weapons systems, found their way into 
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dictatorships in the Middle East and 
elsewhere. In a resolution tabled 
during the same January 1992 
plenary session, the German 
Christian Democratic EPP MEP Hans 
Gert Pöttering, who was chair of the 
Subcommittee on Security and 
Disarmament and would later 
become EP President (2007-09), 
highlighted his concerns, and those 
of other signatories, over the security 
implications of Yeltsin's declaration 
of the enclave of Kaliningrad as a 
'special area'. Russia's Baltic fleet is 
stationed there and the enclave now 
borders members of both EU and 
NATO, Poland and Lithuania. In 2022, 
the concerns raised by Pöttering 
became acute, as Russia raised the 
stakes in its confrontation with the 
EU over the latter's implementation of its sanctions regime. 

Looking back on the EP's views on the collapse of the Soviet Union, it also becomes clear how the 
EP from the start treated the Baltic States as an entirely separate issue due to their inter-war 
experience of statehood. The text of the September 1991 resolution confirmed once again the EP's 
support for the Baltic States' independence, having previously categorically condemned the January 
1991 Soviet military intervention in Lithuania and Latvia. The Baltic States' struggle for 
independence had been an international issue since 1988. MEPs constantly reminded Western 
governments that they had never recognised the Baltic States' forced incorporation into the USSR. 
The EP consequently always stressed the 'people's right to self-determination' and the legitimate 
claims of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia to have their independence restored. 

In contrast to the Baltic States, the Community delayed the official recognition of the independence 
of the other republics of the Soviet Union until after its formal dissolution at the end of December 
1991 and the creation of the CIS. On 16 December 1991, an extraordinary ministerial meeting of the 
European Political Cooperation (EPC) issued 'Guidelines on the Recognition of New States in Eastern 
Europe and in the Soviet Union'.8 Its requirements included respect of the provisions of the UN and 
the CSCE charters, acceptance of all relevant commitments with regard to disarmament and nuclear 
non-proliferation, and the respect of minority rights and frontiers. Established for both former 
Yugoslav and Soviet Union states, it created the framework for future relations with the newly 
recognised states. 

The future of Russia and the post-Soviet space 
Despite the prevailing optimism about the future of Europe and an institutionalised global 
multilateral order after the end of the Cold War, and the disintegration of communism and Soviet 
influence in eastern Europe, the EP debates at the time reflect concerns, at least on the part of some 
MEPs, over the future of Russia and the risk that it might adopt an aggressive foreign policy posture. 
As the German (former Green Party) MEP Dorothee Piermont from the Rainbow Group put it: would 
Yeltsin grasp the opportunity and 'expand his own and Russia's power to the limits of legality, openly 
threatening to shift the borders between the republics in Russia's favour?' At the same time, the 
Italian Socialist Lelio Lagorio prophetically warned in September 1991 against 'the other threat that 
was interwoven in the Bolshevik system … namely, the threat of Russian imperialism. … The 
nationalist and authoritarian forces who dream of a great Russia, anti-communist but different from 

 
Hans-Gert Pöttering, German CDU politician from the EPP Group and 
Chair of the Sub-Committee on Security and Disarmament, raised 
security concerns over the 'special status' of the enclave of 
Kaliningrad, September 1991. 
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the West and opponent of the West, may explode if 
Russia plunges into chaos this winter. And in this case, 
the new Russia is in danger of becoming our new 
enemy.'  

Thus, the EP followed closely the tectonic shifts in its 
immediate neighbourhood before, during and after the 
end of the Cold War as a period of major transformation 
in a short period of time. Connecting to its traditional 
role of advocating democratic norms internally and 
externally, it debated the implosion of the Soviet Union 
and its potential consequences for the European 
Community/Union. It also used the turmoil in the 
Community's external environment to appeal for 
greater integration and cohesion of the Community in 
foreign and security policy, and for a stronger EP role in 
this context, at a time when the Maastricht Treaty 
negotiations were being conducted. These 
negotiations eventually led to the establishment of the 
second pillar, which incorporated the formerly 
intergovernmentally organised EPC into a new common legal framework. 

The EP debates about the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 also make abundantly clear, 
however, that the political groups were only able to a limited extent to focus on and assess the 
possible future internal development of Russia or its foreign policy. Few in Europe shared the 
apparently ahistorical enthusiasm of Fukuyama. At the same time, only some MEPs foresaw and 
warned against the rise of a new Russian imperialism. Even fewer took any interest in the other 
former Soviet republics – beyond the Baltic States, which were already being treated as a separate 
and distinctive case before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Following the long separation during the Cold 
War, few in western Europe were familiar with the history, culture, and politics of Ukraine. To 
paraphrase Neville Chamberlain's infamous comment about Hitler's designs on Czechoslovakia, it 
was a far-away country about which most western Europeans at this point still knew nothing.  
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Could Russian leaders try to 'shift the borders 
between the republics in Russia's favour?'  
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Party) politician, Rainbow Group, September 
1991. 



EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

8 

 

ENDNOTES
 

1 European Parliament recommendation of 8 June 2022 to the Council and the Vice-President of the Commission / High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy on the EU’s Foreign, Security and Defence Policy 
after the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine (2022/2039(INI)), adopted 8 June 2022, available at: 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0235_EN.html. 

2 Francis Fukuyama, History at the End of History, 27 March 2007, Project Syndicate, available at: https://www.project-
syndicate.org/commentary/the-history-at-the-end-of-history. 

3 European Political Cooperation Documentation Bulletin, 1991, Vol. 7, edited by the European University Institute and 
the Institut für Europäische Politik (Bonn), pp. 385-386; 387. 

4 Debates of the European Parliament Report of proceedings from 9 to 13 September 1991, Sitting of Wednesday 
11 September, Official Journal of the European Communities, No 3-408, pp.113 – 157. 

5 Resolution on the Soviet Union and the Baltic States, Joint resolution replacing 
B3-1330,1331,1332,1427,1429,1430,1431,1432 and 1434/91/rev, Official Journal of the European Communities, No 
C 267 14.10.91, pp. 144-147. 

6 Graham Allison, What Happened to the Soviet Superpower’s Nuclear Arsenal? Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit, 
available at: https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/what-happened-soviet-superpowers-nuclear-arsenal-clues-
nuclear-security-summit. 

7 Debates of the European Parliament Report of proceedings from 9 to 13 December 1991, Official Journal of the 
European Communities, No 3-412, Question No 29 by Mr Vandemeulebroucke (H-1156/91), page 194. 

8 European Political Cooperation Documentation Bulletin, 1991, Vol. 7, edited by the European University Institute and 
the Institut für Europäische Politik (Bonn), pp. 769-770. 

 

 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© European Union, 2022. 
Photo credits: © European Communities, 1991 
eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 
www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 
http://epthinktank.eu (blog) 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0235_EN.html
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/the-history-at-the-end-of-history
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/the-history-at-the-end-of-history
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/what-happened-soviet-superpowers-nuclear-arsenal-clues-nuclear-security-summit
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/publications/what-happened-soviet-superpowers-nuclear-arsenal-clues-nuclear-security-summit
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Summary
	Looking back on the implosion of the Soviet Union in late 1991, this Briefing reflects on the debate in the Parliament about its possible consequences at the time. It shows that a clear majority of MEPs initially remained keen on the transformation of...
	Since 1988 the EP, like the European Community in its entirety, had treated the case of the three Baltic republics as distinct. After all, Western countries had never recognised their illegal occupation and integration into the Soviet Union by Stalin.
	In contrast, the EP debates and resolutions hardly addressed the long-term future of the remaining post-Soviet space, including Ukraine and Moldova, which was not yet seen as a direct or primary concern of the Community at the time of the negotiations...
	As this Briefing also shows, however, some MEPs across the political divide were already expressing their deep concerns about the possible revival of Russian imperialism as a threat to its neighbours and a challenge to the European Community / Europea...
	Figure 1: Map of the USSR and its constituent republics in 1990

	Introduction
	Aftermath of the coup attempt
	Economic challenges
	Nuclear proliferation
	The future of Russia and the post-Soviet space

